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Abstract
Designed Body is a project about gendered design and identities. It is an investigation into the relationship between the
persona analyzation process and the social identity categorization. It is a criticism towards capital driven planned obsolescence
and binary determinism based design. It is a discussion around
the future of our subjective and objective self under the circumstance of technological development. It is a material exploration
of body, extended body and transformative body.
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[Designed Obsolescence and Identity Development]
Industrial Design is a process for creating mass-produced products including
objects, services, and systems. The
separation of design and production
determines its potential ability to
achieve a large volume. Before consumer society came into being around
the 1950s, product designers incorporated socialist principles in their
designs with almost utopian intentionality to improve the life of a larger population.1 While planned obsolescence
after World War II helped stimulate the
economy to get the United States out
of the Great Depression, the overproduction and overconsumption that it
produced has resulted in some serious
problems, such as environmental
issues and illegal laborers, all hidden
beneath the illusion of economic
prosperity. It is quite ironic that when
capitalist consumer society as a large
social context failed to function well,
planned obsolescence was adopted as
the main strategy to fix it, as if drinking
slow poison while being thirsty was
such a brilliant idea.

efficient method to market that product to a certain user group. Storytelling
has been engraved in almost every
step of the design process.
Our modern lives in the 21st Centuries is buried by a dazzling number
of products. The landscape all those
products put together forms a specific
story that has been marketed towards
us about not only who we are, but who
we might want to be. We have been
gradually convinced by this consumer
culture around us that the products
we purchase have this magical power
to shape our identity. We develop
our identities as we grow up, through
different waves of trends implied by
the media, the shift of cultural context
as we move to a new environment, and
intellectually progressing our desires
when we find ourselves becoming
more mature. As we alter the definition of who we are and who we want
to be, we surround ourselves with a
different set of personal belongings, a
new story formed by a new style, while
the old products as well as the old self
were tossed away, exactly as planned
by designed obsolescence.

Styling and restyling, as a part of
planned obsolescence, has always
been attributed to industrial designers
as “part of what we do”-make products aesthetically appealing. Industrial
Designers Society Of America2 listed
53 definitions of industrial design,
11 of them still contain variations of
“styling”. Styling a product is a quite

As human beings, intelligent creatures,
social animals, it is in our nature to be
constantly curious about who we are,
as we put together this group of material objects that might suggest a parameter of our identity. It is extremely

1
Marjanne van. Helvert and Andrea Bandoni, “Design for Consumer Society,” in The
Responsible Object: a History of Design Ideology for the Future (Amsterdam: Samenwerkende Uitgevers VOF, 2019), pp. 108-123.
2
Marjanne van. Helvert and Andrea Bandoni, “Design for Consumer Society,” in The
Responsible Object: a History of Design Ideology for the Future (Amsterdam: Samenwerkende Uitgevers VOF, 2019), pp. 108-123.
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hard for us to look beyond the materiality of the world we live in as those
being the physical foundation for our consciousness. My partner recently
bought a new game controller for his PC, a metal one with a nice matte
black finish all over it, which is quite different from his other five plastic ones.
We spend a lot of time together. All of my self-care products are bright
colored, from my electric toothbrush to my face moisturizer, while his stuffs
are all black, navy blue or dark silver. So, we spent a Saturday this January to
“switch life” for fun. We walked around in each other’s clothings, completely
switched daily routine and personal belongings, I even made him get his
nails all painted shiny. I was expecting some awkward moments of using
objects that don’t belong to myself, but at the end of that day everything
seems perfectly fine. It is confusing that if I am perfectly fine with using my
partner’s products, why was I so attracted to my pastel pink toothbrush,
holographic water bottle, doodle covered mouse and hazy blue purse in the
first place?
Planned obsolescence, styling and restyling, color, material and finish. They
all offer us a huge variety of objects, services, and systems to enrich ourselves and to develop the complexity of our identities. They are part of why
we are different yet unique at the same time. But this marketing strategy
that is precisely defining a “user group” while analyzing what would appeal
to this specific group, in terms of not only aesthetic; but function, interaction, and even concept; also does a splendid job of dividing us into gradually
solidified categories. For capitalists, we are not unique individuals, we are
personas, with analizable behavior, tastes, and lifestyles. We are usable datas, part of the diagram contributing to the ultimate economic development
in order to collect the treasure into the hands of the few most wealthiest
people on Earth.
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[Gendered Design]
Gendered designs are products that
are styled, functioned and marketed
in a way that reinforces the traditional
patriarchal categorization of gender
identity.

winter candle for men.
Color, material, finish; as a part of the
styling and restyling of a product, is
not the only way gender stereotypes
are being coded into products. In the
1950s, domestic electric appliances
transitioned from having a heavy
industrial look that was meant to be
used and operated by servants, to
a much smaller and cleaner plastic
wrapped design, which was meant for
housewives whose social status were
considered much higher than women
working in industrial factories.2 So, the
real intention behind that smooth and
shiny plastic look of a home appliance
was not just for women to adore them,
it was more about keeping them in the
house, doing housework, reinforcing
the “wife duty” for a relatively stable
family structure.

The most notoriously awkward
gendered design are toys that are
specifically marketed towards boys or
girls. The toy market has been trying
to surround girls with pink sparkly
toys from dolls to mini baking goods
while surrounding boys with toy guns
and cars, almost like a pre-socialrole training program. We are seeing
changes though, as toymakers Mattel
and Hasbro have started taking a stand
on reducing the explicit gendered designs on some of their product lines in
2018,1 since “gendered toy design” has
been such a debatable topic for the
past few decades. As adults, we feel
obligated to educate and direct our
next generation towards an optimistic
and progressive future, but we always
forget the fact that we still need to be
educated ourselves. Just because we
graduated from school doesn’t mean
that there isn’t anything left for us to
learn. Adults don’t like to be told what
to do, and that is why we feel obligated
to break the rule of toy design yet feel
comfortable accepting and drowning
in the gendered designs around ourselves. For example, that pastel plastic
razor for women, that matte black

There are also countless examples
of women being sexually objectified,
presented as marketing strategies in
our consumer culture, especially in
advertisements. Women are portrayed
as sexy symbols who are willing to
sacrifice their own bodies for the product being advertised such as a car, a
bottle of vodka, or even a hamburger.
Fortunately, we are seeing changes,
advertising executive Madonna Badger
initiated the #WomenNotObejcts
movements by giving voices to women

that are actually in those sexually objectified ads.3 Decades of research have
shown that these advertisements are hurtful towards both men and women, and
drastic changes have been happening in the advertising industry for the past five
years, thanks to social media.
Yes, we are witnessing changes; noticeable and rewardable changes in the field
of industrial design that are encouraging women to be independent, brave, outspoken, and demand equality. From guided masturbation apps exclusively for females, to intimate products tearing apart old hollywood beauty standards. Even
the stylings and qualities of traditional male products are beginning to match
those of their female equivalents. It seems to become a new trend for masculinity and femininity to switch positions and embrace each other, but we have
not yet seen enough breakthroughs challenging the binary definition of gender
itself, celebrating queerness, other than the commercialization of rainbow color
patterns to profit from the pride season.
I think it is extremely dangerous if we, as designers, as humans, have developed
our own identities in a gender-coded society yet couldn’t fully recognize the potential harmfulness, while designing the next generation of products in the same
old-fashioned gender-coded way. The feedback mechanism between designers
and products is crucial to the future of gendered design, or even design gender.
3
Madonna Badger, Carolyn Bronstein, and Jacqueline Lambiase, “#WomenNotObjects:
Madonna Badger Takes on Objectification,” Advertising & Society Quarterly 19, no. 1 (2018), https://
doi.org/10.1353/asr.2018.0011.

1
Eliana Dockterman, Spencer Bakalar, and Diane Tsai, “Why Mattel Is Releasing the First
Gender-Neutral Doll,” Time (Time, September 25, 2019), https://time.com/5684822/mattel-gender-neutral-doll/.
2
Marjanne van. Helvert and Andrea Bandoni, “Design for Consumer Society,” in The
Responsible Object: a History of Design Ideology for the Future (Amsterdam: Samenwerkende Uitgevers VOF, 2019), pp. 108-123.

10

11





12

13





[The Categorization of Gender
Identity]
The idea of category is central to
objectivism.1 Gender itself is a classic
way to categorize people binarily.
Owing to its engraved biologic nature,
it is easier to scientifically generalize
certain gender related qualities into
categories. The categorization of
gender has been constantly adopted
along with the development of social
systems. Historically, gender divisionss
increased as other divisions emerged
such as class, and the landmark for
gender role impression was linked to
industrial capitalism in the 19th Century, which required women to nurture
the next generation and do housework at home unpaid.2 The western
traditions such as patriarchy, colonialism, essentialism, and naturalism
solidified this division, even traditional
feminism is intensifying this duality
by unifying all males into one hostile
unity. The binarification of gender has
also normalized heterosexuality, which
contains enormous commercial value
by painting this idealized image of
“happily-ever-after” in modern capitalist consumer culture.

and sociology all at the same time.
On top of that, the biological impact,
psychological impact, and sociological
impact on gender are affecting each
other as well. It is complicated. For
example, Sari van Anders who specializes in social neuroendocrinology
found numerous evidence suggesting
that performing in a dominant way will
increase testosterone level while being
surrounded by a nurturing environment will lower the testosterone level,3
verifying the power of performing
gender in a biological context.
Despite the diversity and complexity of
gender categorization, gender related
qualities are still often being associated binarily. Violent versus tender,
emotional versus logical, random
versus organized, accountable versus
irresponsible. People that are gender
provocative started using the term
“non-binary gender” under queer
umbrella around 2010,4 to challenge
binary gender identification, suggesting in-between, beyond, neither,
both, or fluid, plural instead of limited
options for either male or female.
Apart from non-binary, transgender,
different from transsexual, is also a
big umbrella term that covers many
gender experiences that doesn’t cope
well with conservative cognitions.

It is difficult to break down gender categorization, and almost impossible to
define the roots for certain gendered
attributes. After all, gender identities
are affected by biology, psychology

1
Ronald W. Casson, “Women, Fire, and Dangerous Things: What Categories Reveal
about the Mind. GEORGE LAKOFF,” American Ethnologist 15, no. 4 (1988): pp. 811-812, https://doi.
org/10.1525/ae.1988.15.4.02a00410.
2
Meg-John Barker, Gender: a Graphic Guide (Icon Books, Limited, 2020).
3
Sari M. Van Anders, Richard M. Tolman, and Brenda L. Volling, “Baby Cries and Nurturance Affect Testosterone in Men,” Hormones and Behavior 61, no. 1 (2012): pp. 31-36, https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.yhbeh.2011.09.012.
4
Gqid, “The Non-Binary vs. Genderqueer Quandary,” GENDERQUEER AND NON-BINARY
IDENTITIES, October 18, 2011, https://genderqueerid.com/post/11617933299/the-non-binary-vs-genderqueer-quandary.
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chamber algorithm on social media
platforms has a tendency to make sure
that everybody only reads the opinions
they already agree with, which means
that our mentalities are being trapped
in our own comfort zone. It’s almost
like a honey trap that makes us harder
and harder to be accepting toward
voices that are different from ourselves. My concern towards the gender
revolution in the age of the internet is
that it will become uncomfortable for
gender provocative people to accept
people who choose to stay in the realm
of traditional gender norms. Eventually, there will be conflict and accumulation of hostility, resulting in backlash
along our path seeking for equality,
justice, justice, acceptance, and love.

Categorization is a vital process of
learning and accumulating experience.
It is crucial for the understanding and
predicting of the unknown, by utilizing the repetitive pattern ofis already
familiar. It makes perfect sense that
we always tend to categorize something, to learn, or even just to survive.
If I receive a package from someone
I categorize as a “friend”, with a look
that I conceive as “gift”, I would open
that packaging expecting a joyful
moment. But if I get a package from
someone anonymous and it looks like
it belongs to the category of “bomb”, I
might have to treat it with an extreme
caution for the sake of my own safety.
But historically, the categorization of
the people has created tragic biases,
politically benefiting certain groups
while putting the others in a status of
inferiority. Thus, it is indispensable to
challenge the categorization if we are
still longing for a society with more justice. Criticism towards the non-binary,
queer, and transgender movements
cites that those movements will result
in the elimination of gender identification, which is a relatively narrow point
of view. Progressive movements, plus
awareness of a small portion of people, does not represent the perspective
of a large population or the revolution
of the industry. As long as we still live
in this capitalist social system that
benefits on categorizing personas,
our collective cognition of identity will
still be restricted to categorizing and
labeling ourselves. There will be new
categories, new traits, new outsiders,
and margins.
Beyond the constant categorization
from the material world, the echo
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[Metaphor Model for
Gender-Nebula]
If I have to find a metaphor for my
interpretation of gender, it will have to
be nebula.

is definitely a breakthrough, or at least
a decent start. But at the same time,
by positioning “things that matter”
onto binary lines, we are substantially
clarifying the definition of binary poles
by doing a constant comparison, so is
mapping out a gender spectrum.

There has been some wisdom dedicated to the creation of metaphors for
explaining gender concepts that could
help strengthen our understanding
of gender beyond the two boxes with
either F or M in them. Kate Bornstein
describes it as “a big ball of wibbly-wobbly, gender-blendery stuff.”,1
citing Doctor Who, precisely capturing
the complexity and ambiguity of gender concepts. After fully understanding
the backlash behind the convenience
of categorizing gender identities,
perhaps a metaphorized description
would be an approachable way to
communicate gender concepts yet still
be open to interpretation according to
each persons’ individual experience.

My knowledge of gender could be
more easily extracted to a metaphor
like that of nebula. It is a more intricate
model than two points, a line, or a
spectrum due to its randomness, but I
found it successfully explained most of
the qualities of gender concept fairly
well. According to NASA,4 nebula is a
giant cloud of dust and gas in space.
Some nebulae (more than one nebula)
come from the gas and dust thrown
out by the explosion of a dying star
such as a supernova. Other nebulae
are regions where new stars are beginning to form. The dust and gases in a
nebula are very spread out, but gravity can slowly begin to pull together
clumps of dust and gas. As these lumps
get bigger and bigger, their gravity
gets stronger and stronger. Eventually,
the clump of dust and gas gets so big
that it collapses from its own gravity.
The collapse causes the material at the
center of the cloud to heat up-and this
hot core is the beginning of a star.

It is progressive to use the term “gender spectrum” to emphasize the in-between in order to challenge the binary
aspect of gender while still being relatable, which has been adopted by TED
TALK as a name that relates to gender
provocative topics.2 French cultural anthropologist, Claude Levi-Strauss said,
things that matter happen along binary lines.3 The awareness of exploring
possibilities outside of binary norms by
looking at the liminality between them

Nebulae exist along with the birth,

1
Kate Bornstein, My New Gender Workbook: a Step-by-Step Guide to Achieving World
Peace through Gender Anarchy and Sex Positivity (New York: Routledge, 2013).
2
Ted, “7 TED Talks on the Gender Spectrum,” TED Talks, accessed May 12, 2020, https://
www.ted.com/playlists/459/the_gender_spectrum.
3
Lévi-Strauss Claude, The Raw and the Cooked. Translated from the French by John and
Doreen Weightman (New York: Harper & Row, 1975).
4
“Nebulae,” NASA (NASA), accessed May 12, 2020, https://www.nasa.gov/subject/6893/
nebulae/.
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death, and the life cycle of stars. In the
metaphoric story of nebulae for the
visualization of gender, stars would
be those attributes that are always
associated with gender. They speak for
certain aspects of gender by contributing to light up that nebula, but they are
too tiny to represent the whole image,
for which reason it is irresponsible to
overly generalize gender traits such
as saying “all men are toxic”. In the
Universe full of randomness, chaos,
and uncertainty; it is almost romantic
knowing that this mysteriously morphing being is out there accompanying
certain clusters of stars.


place part of our reproduction organs?
The only thing we can make sure of is
that it is going to be different, just like
a morphing nebula.

You can never precisely describe a
nebula. It does not stop forming at
any one same state because stars are
alive, they travel around, they die, they
explode, and new stars are constantly
forming. The concept of gender will
never stop evolving either. The qualities that used to be considered masculine might not be applicable in today’s
context, like Louis XIV of France5 who
would wear red high heels and white
tights for his portrait as a king, the ultimate archetype of masculinity in 17th
Century Europe. But if I ask my partner
to wear heels and tights tomorrow, he
might give me a weird look. Before the
2000’s, feminists used to see transgendered people as a threat, now we
celebrate queerness, which is a huge
umbrella term for so many differnet
gender identities. It is hard to predict
what gender would be like in the next
century. Would there be a new branch
of gender identity when we become
half-robots, starting to incorporate
digital devices into our own body to re5
“Louis XIV of France,” Wikipedia (Wikimedia Foundation, May 9, 2020), https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Louis_XIV_of_France.
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[Body and Gender Identity]
“We come into contact with people
only with our exteriors-physically and
externally; yet each of us walks about
with a great wealth of interior life, a
private and secret self. We are, in reality, somewhat split in two, the self and
the body; the one hidden, the other
open.”1

make us doubt ourselves, or question
the reality around us. When it comes
to gender-based assumptions, feeling
weird, strange, uncomfortable about
our own body happens to almost
everyone. Although our bodies are
definitely not the only reason why
we are treated in a certain way, it is
extremely difficult to look beyond our
appearance and communicate with
each other without assumptions, bias,
prejudice based on how our body
looks. Perhaps, we just wish we could
be recognized and interpreted by the
outside world the exact same way we
recognize ourselves.

Our bodies, the physical parts of us:
the bones, muscles, skins, all rigged together; and our mind, the intelligence,
our conscious part, have a tangled
dynamic. Many religions believe that
our bodies are just temporary shells for
our non-physical consciousness called
soul. Philosophers tend to be obsessed
with the truth of our existence. René
Descartes couldn’t trust his senses
as much as his consciousness and
expressed this by saying “I think therefore I am”. Neuroscientists suggest
that our brains are developed along
with our physical interaction with the
world around us, the activities we are
engaged with physically are integrated with how our consciousnesses are
formed.

Our body has a huge influence on how
we identify ourselves, but our body is
not as fluid as our identity, such as gender. Normally, it takes a huge amount
of effort and time to transition a body,
whether to grow muscle in a certain
way or to receive a medical surgery. It
is liberating to celebrate how fluid gender could be, but the conflict between
how the body slowly transitions and
how our gender consciousness could
fluid freely makes it difficult for both
the performer to perform gender and
for the audience to understand gender.
Because of which, I think, oftentimes
we are still looking at gender through
fixed, binary lenses, that are directly
related to how male and female bodies
work.

There are endless discussions around
this so-called “mind-body problem,”
maybe because we are constantly
confronting this problem in our daily
life. When we are socially interacting
with people around us, our bodies are
automatically being associated with
who we are, despite the fact that our
self-portrait might not perfectly match
the body we were born with. Those
assumptions might deeply frustrate us,

In 1985, Haraway suggested we blur
the boundary between humans and
machines in her A Cyborg Manifesto;2

1
Ernest Becker, The Birth and Death of Meaning: an Interdisciplinary Perspective on the
Problem of Man, 1971.
2
Donna Jeanne Haraway, A Cyborg Manifesto, 1985.
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In January 2020, the first Xenobot3
was finally created. The limit of what
human form could be has been
radically challenged by scientific
breakthroughs. Although it is irresponsible to move forward without paying
attention to the ethical problems it
might cause, the possibilities here are
extremely exciting. What would happen if our body could be as fluid as our
identity? The physical presentation of
ourselves could precisely line up with
our spirituality? What if there would be
no case for “born into the wrong body”
anymore Will we become more honest
towards each other, because when we
communicate, we are talking to the
direct self-image? Or in part, what our
body looks like won’t matter anymore,
only the body we want to possess
matters.
The construction of freedom involves
not less but more alienation; alienation
is the labour of freedom’s construction.
Nothing should be accepted as fixed,
permanent, or “given”-neither material
conditions nor social forms.4
In that case, I am definitely going to
be a big ball of wibbly-wobbly with
sparkling tentacles.

3
Jessie Yeung, “Scientists Have Built the World’s First Living, Self-Healing Robots,” CNN
(Cable News Network, January 15, 2020), https://www.cnn.com/2020/01/13/us/living-robot-stem-cellsintl-hnk-scli-scn/index.html.
4
Laboria Cuboniks, The Xenofeminist Manifesto: a Politics for Alienation (Brooklyn: Verso,
2018).
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[Communication]
David Bohm in On Communication,
the first chapter of his book On dialogue, addressed his concern over the
ineffectiveness of our communication
and how ironically, the people trying to
solve that problem are not even communicating to each other enough.1

being extremely disrespectful, and
my anger would not hurt anything but
myself. I think the key here is that the
mentality that in terms of perspective, there should not be a “right” or a
“wrong”; neither a hierarchy of “better”
or “worse”. It was unfair to assume that
my friend with a worldview different
from mine should be “inferior” to mine
that I, as her friend, was obligated to
“convert” her. Instead, I really should
have been mmentallyopen to her own
reality instead of starting a debate
about “who is the wrong one”.

I have a relatively extroverted personality. I am outspoken, sometimes brutally honest, at least before I started to
get a taste of challenging the wrong
authority at a wrong time. Even so, it is
still intimidating and frustrating for me
to communicate, knowing the possible
outcome of misinterpretation and
criticism. As if a “block” exists, in my
chest, jamming it, making it harder to
breathe peacefully.

I grew up in a society where we were
only allowed to believe in one reality
according to our government. Having
other voices available to me over the
past few years has been such a valuable experience that has broadened my
vision unbelievably. For me, having the
opportunity to talk to people with different mmindsets sometimes could be
frustrating in the moment, but I could
always learn from that experience. The
problem is, I take pride in my intelligence and it is sometimes hard for me
to take it down a notch during a conversation, especially during a design
project critic, it frustrates me the most
when I have spent so much effort on a
topic I have so much passion about yet
it would never be “well done” to some
faculties (or to my career supervisors).
Yet, when I calm down and reflect,
eventually everything is fine, but it is
still intimidating confronting my own
“block” at that very moment having my
mind nacked, open to any misinterpretation and criticism. I still circle around

Perhaps, to some degree we are all
afraid of being “wrong,” especially
in the field that we are proud of or
specialize in. I have a friend who
believes in the existence of ghosts.
Her entire world view is built on the
belief that our fates are orientated by
lunar energies and horoscope astrology, while I tend to explain things with
science. Normally, I find her interesting and refreshing. But we had this
huge argument last summer at the
Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum
walking through a series of illustrations
about the essence of the world-atom.
I was so caught up in the fear that
everything I ever knew was basically
“wrong” in front of her that I pulled
out wWikipedia almost trying to throw
scientific evidence in her face. Later
on, I realized that at that time I was
1

between self-doubt and self-absorption constantly, building a
wall for my own perspective and updating it by fixing, adding
on, destroying, and rebuilding again and again through
repeated conversations.
I agree with Bohm that modern technology seems to have
brought us closer, but it becomes harder and harder for us to
be open-mindedly communicating with each other. Maybe,
like I mentioned earlier, communicating with foreign voices
will eventually be beneficial, but might be frustrating during
the process. We have so much content available to us thanks
to the development of the internet and social media that
we don’t really have to keep looking at the information that
is challenging to us. On top of that, the existence of echo
chamber algorithms are trying to make sure that we are only
recommended content that we already agree with, creating
the illusion that the popular opinion is always the same as
ours, confirming the pseudo-proposition that “we are right”,
when in fact we are simply consolidating the walls around us,
being increasingly obsessed with our own “truth.”

David Bohm, “On Communication,” in On Dialogue (London: Routledge, 2014).
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[Design for Open Dialogues]

The more I learn about industrial design, the more frequently I question my own
purpose for what it is I do. The core driving force behind my work doesn’t come
from an unknown almighty god, nor is it driven out of pure passion. I don’t want
to dedicate myself to simply making objects with excellent commercial performance. I don’t agree with the problem-solving aspect of industrial design either.
I don’t even wish for designing for a greater good. I think by wishing that, we are
automatically presuming that there will be a designated “greater good,” as a
result that we are obligated to work towards.
Even if there is a “greater good”, a “brighter future,” I think it should not be up to
designers to design that “key” and hand it to users and say, “Hey, this is the key
to a brighter future, please follow my instructions”. Individuals should have their
voices listened to, their choices made by themselves, the key to their own “greater good” should already be in their own hands.
Along with questioning my own purpose as a designer, another “side effect” of
studying industrial design turns out to be my characterizing mundane objects
around me in my daily life, as if they are talking to me, in an imaginative way.
Perhaps, because I am gradually more capable of interpreting the intentionality behind those objects, their design process, the way they are manufactured,
tranportated, marketed, and how they end up belong to me. There is a complete story behind my tea kettle , for example. The brainstorm, prototyping,
making, producing process of my tea kettle, the adventurous journey of my tea
kettle, came to an end when it arrived at my apartment. Then, it steps into its
own planned obsolescence cycle, interacting with me exactly as a tea kettle is
supposed to be until it is broken and I have to throw it away. My tea kettle, as a
finished product, seems almost like a block dividing the making journey and the
using journey of it.
I am a designer. I realize that designing for a logically crystal clear destination is
not what I want to be pursuing, neither if that destination is commercial profit or
problem solving, nor a better society, a brighter future. I don’t want to just make
that “key”, I wish to have a conversation with the person on the other end of my
work, I want that person to be a part of the process of making his/her/their own
“key”. I want the conversation between me, and the audience of my work, to have
an open dialogue where I take pride in my process but I don’t hold a privilege in
my own perspective. We are respectful towards each other.
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[A Science Fiction]
Issac Ashimov described science fiction
by saying, “Modern science fiction
is the only form of literature that
consistently considers the nature of
the changes that face us, the possible
consequences, and the possible solutions. That branch of literature which is
concerned with the impact of scientific
advance upon human beings.”1 Personally, switching from science fiction
to industrial design in that definition
is totally acceptable for me. Perhaps
because of my personal interest in science fiction as an industrial designer,
I found that science fiction, especially
science fiction films, and industrial
design have quite an interesting relationship.

But they do have to make their work
relatable enough to complete their
literature metaphor. That is the reason
why in most cases, aliens and cyborgs
in science fiction still roughly look like
humans. In district 9, in order to further
humanoid aliens, Neil Blomkamp even
gave Chistopher Johnson a son so that
the audience could be more relatable
to him.2 Blomkamp would communicate his point more efficiently by
symbolizing Chistopher Johnson as the
marginalized group within an actual
society, and that requires him to humanize his aliens so that the audience
can be more sympathetic to them.
Designed artifacts are another aspect
through which Science Fiction applies
future technology while relating back
to mandune life at the same time.
Spaceships are vehicles that carry us
across the universe, and the vehicle attributes help us understand the transportation aspect of spaceships-so,
they drive those giant metal blocks
like we drive cars, but they travel in
space instead. Portal guns are basically guns, but they aggressively shoot
out portals. In fact, the inventor of
the first mobile phone Martin Cooper
admits that he got his inspiration from
Star Trek where Captain Kirk used his
communicator to call for help.3 On the
other hand, although Artificial Intelligence hasn’t taken over human society

Science fiction often talks about
humanity in relation to the future of
technology. It creates a logical environment in which we can go through
our possible future following the
journey of the characters. It provides
us an opportunity to think about the
potential ethical problems that come
with technology development. It also
sets up this fictional stage that seems
to be abstract, but often grounded
in actual social problems that might
happen in the near future or is happening right now. Technically, science
fiction creators have no restriction on
imagination, sky is not the limit, not
even time travel or parallel universes.

1
Mark Wilson, “What Does ‘Science Fiction’ Really Mean?,” LiveAbout (LiveAbout, February
5, 2018), https://www.liveabout.com/definitions-of-science-fiction-2957771.
2
District 9, n.d.
3
Michael Venables, “Why Captain Kirk’s Call Sparked A Future Tech Revolution,” Forbes
(Forbes Magazine, April 19, 2013), https://www.forbes.com/sites/michaelvenables/2013/04/03/captainkirks-call-to-spock/#51cde778a92c.
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as what the Matrix4 described, we have
created a social media environment
where we live with our virtual identity
and sometimes just don’t want to wake
up. Science Fiction is an almost perfect
simulation to test out how future
technology would impact humanity
through evolved mundane objects.
And because it is extremely profitable
with a huge market, it has the potential
to bring awareness and discussion to
the general public, while providing the
actual product industry with creative
inspiration.
Industrial Design, however, has impacted Science Fiction productions as
well. Syd Mead worked as an industrial
designer before he became a concept
artist for science fiction movies like
Blade Runner. His experience gave
him enough grasp of the essence of
the mamundaneroducts like automobiles, yet didn’t restrict him from being
creative. His designs are amazingly
avant-garde, but logically still tightly
follow the background setting and the
overall aesthetic of the science fiction
he is working for.5 Great Science Fiction productions always pay attention
to details, in order to make their work
“real” enough. I was studying automobile design for four years and I can
clearly tell that the Science Fiction
TV show Westworldas adopted some
of the newest conceptual car design
in the field over the past few years.
The progress of Science Fiction and
Industrial Design are synergistic. So, it
would never be ridiculous for industrial
designers to look at science fictions
when developing their new projects.
4
Matrix, n.d.
5
Syd Mead, Craig Hodgetts, and Denis Villeneuve, The Movie Art of Syd Mead: Visual Futurist (London: Titan Books, 2017).
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[Transhumanism-will things get
better?]
2020 has been a weird year.

It took humanity four billion years to
evolve into what we are now from bacteria. The bacteria we used to be must
have had no idea what we are now,
and we shouldn’t be limited to just super monkeys with phones and tablets
when it comes to imagining what we
might become.1 Digital technology has
unarguably integrated with our daily
life, thanks to which our social interaction could stay active when we are
physically distancing each other. Biologically, bonding ourselves with digital
devices both physically and mentally
has also stepped from science fiction
movies out into our mamundaneife.
The evolution that transhumanists
are suggesting seems more and more
valid. Transhumanists are the futurists
who believe that it is inevitable for us
to be combined with machines during
the process of our evolution.2 Ray Kurzweil, who had successfully predicted
technological development over the
past 30 years, pointed out in his speech
at InnovationGlobal 2019 that we have
already achieved computational density that is way superior than neural nets
for a human level ability.3 He predicted
that artificial intelligence will soon pass
the Turing test while mastering every
human skill in every definable area,
and we will use AI to amplify our own
intelligence by integrating extenders
to the internet with our own body.

World War III became the trending
topic on January 3rd, Australia was
set completely on fire, the COVID-19
pandemic swept over the world relentlessly, and the political environment
has gotten unbelievably discouraging.
Being confronted with war, conflict,
climate change, and a global pandemic, humanity got observed under
a microscope. Our precious humanity
that we have been celebrating and
proud of all this time seems extra fragile now. The reality has become almost
magically hilarious. I am typing these
words down in my kitchen instead of
a RISD studio where I paid a ridiculous
amount of tuition to pursue my academic dream, because we care about
public health and safety as a greater
good, meanwhile a president is giving
the public fake health advice that he
got by just watching cable television. It
has been harder and harder to hold on
to some abstract hope, believing that
things will get better, we didn’t do well
since the industrial revolution but the
accumulation of our awareness, intelligence, creativity, and effort will lead
us to that brighter future, that light
at the end of the tunnel. Perhaps it is
reasonable right now to feel confused
about our future, it is not irresponsible
to stop putting the weight of all our
hope on humanity.

1
Design and Destiny, TED, 2007, https://www.ted.com/talks/philippe_starck_design_and_
destiny?language=en.
2
Nick Bostrom, “Introduction—The Transhumanist FAQ: A General Introduction,” Transhumanism and the Body, 2014, pp. 1-17, https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137342768_1.
3
Ray Kurzweil, “Ci2019 · HUMAN INTELLIGENCE 2.0 (A Collective Future. How Will We
Manage the Transition?),” · Creative Innovation 2019, accessed May 12, 2020, https://www.creativeinnovationglobal.com.au/ci2019/speakers/ray-kurzweil-2/.

32

toward the beautiful futuristic picture
Ray Kurzweil is trying to paint, I don’t
think any of our concerns will stop the
pace of technological development,
Kurzweil’s predictions are still valuable.
We are indeed blurring the boundary
between human and machine right
now, turning into terminals that are
physically separated but mentally communicating on-line. But the
future he envisions is not necessarily
a “better” one, nor is it a “worse” one
either. The future is just that, a future.
Perhaps when everything seems to
be randomly falling apart during a
global pandemic, placing our hopes
onto something like technology, data,
and artificial intelligence that seems
more logical than humanity, is a kind of
belief that is just a little bit easier and
sweeter.

Ray Kurzweil used statistical graphs
about average income, average GDP,
educational achievements as his
arguments to prove his point that “The
world has gotten better and better,
we will use technology for greater
good.” The graphs are encouraging,
but when he talked about the decrease
of farm labor and food cost, he didn’t
mention the obesity problem succeeding along with large manufactured
processed food. When he mentioned
that the cost of gene technology has
gone down to thousands of dollars per
gene and customized treatment could
cure stage four cancer as amazing
medical progress, he skipped the part
where universal healthcare is still not
even remotely accessible, advanced
medical care is only benefiting people
with privilege. Ray Kurzweil deeply
believes that we will use AI technology as a tool to improve the quality
of our life, but even the technological
products that we have in our hands
right now, that are supposed to make
our life better, are trying to study our
own behaviors and turn them into
data for capitalist to use. It might be
dystopian and unsettling to know
that artificial intelligence can learn by
itself, but their initial database is from
nobody else, but us, our own collective
consciousness as humans. If we teach
them love and empathy, surely, we can
coexist happily; but if we teach them
how to divide each other into categories, classes, gaining power over one
another, benefiting out of each other,
I can’t quite convince myself that their
moral compass would be as positive as
we wish them to be.
Although it is necessary to stay critical
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[Relatively Superior]
“Norm”

to a lot of stand-up comedies and
sometimes, when a male comedian
wants to make a gender progressive
joke, he would try to prove that women
are better than men or being homosexual is better than being heterosexual. Regardless of the ignorance
towards the complexity of gender
identity, I don’t understand why when
we create binary concepts, we assume
that one is superior over another,
instead of just accepting that they are
different.

Jacques Derrida criticized our tendency to make a privileged one out
of grouped binary concepts, and our
imagination that behind every problem lies somewhere a good and neat
solution.1
I was calling my mom last night, once
again, she accused me of being naive,
childish and immature. I love my mom
very much, she is a very kind and
supportive mother. But all she wants
for me is to be a realistic grown up, an
adult with no edge towards injustice,
blend into society like everybody else
instead of passionately dreaming
about making any changes, be more
like a normal person, go have a kid so
that “my womanhood could be complete.” I couldn’t explain to her what I
want to pursue and who I want to become, because none of those belong
to any existing normalized category,
for which she thinks that I am unrealistic and crazy. Michel Foucault in
his Madness and Civilization criticized
that mad people who are now being
diagnosed with mental illness and put
in mental hospitals used to be perceived as different rather than crazy
back in the Renaissance, because they
are pushing the limit of reason. I don’t
know since when do we start to draw
the line between “normal” and “good”.

I grew up in Beijing, China, before I
came to the US for my grad degree.
The shift of beauty standards for women from eastern to western has been
shocking yet interesting. Back home, I
was expected to be as thin as possible,
have porcelain pale skin and big doll
eyes with double eyelids, which was a
standard that is the exact opposite of
myself. I remember my mom stopped
taking me to a theatrical acting class
after I started setting my life goal to
“be a great actor” at the age of ten.
When I was around twenty she told me
that “I was simply not pretty enough”,
trying to be a professional actor would
be really hard for me, she was just
trying to prevent me from a potentially
troublesome lifestyle. I used to have
a lot of cosmetic skincare products
claiming to have a whitening effect,
which greatly confused my American
friends after I brought them to America, because for them, the general
trend is to “get tanned” instead of “get
whiter”. They also couldn’t understand

I don’t quite understand the urge to
compare binary concepts in order to
pick out a superior side either. I listen

why Asian girls are getting cosmetic surgery,
cutting open their eyelids to achieve the doll
eye look in order to keep up with the Asian
beauty standard, to be “normal”. Because for
them, that norm just doesn’t exist. It seems
reasonable that the standard norm in one
culture wouldn’t completely fit into another
culture, but I wonder if it is really necessary to
set up a norm and alienate people who don’t
want to follow it from the very beginning.

1
Jacques Derrida, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, and Judith Butler, Of Grammatology (Baltimore, Md: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2016).
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[The feeling of in-between]
As a designer, how can I communicate
the concept of in-between without
emphasizing either end of binary categories of body, gender, who we are
and who we want to be?

skip underwear. The western history
of women’s underwear itself could
more or less represent the progress of
women’s control over their own bodys.
We went from being forced to squeeze
into hourglass shaped corsets in the
18th Century, to having whale tails rise
above the hips outside the pants as
a rebellious sexual power in the early
20th Century. Now with the trend of
body positive and clothing technology
like temperature memory materials,
the sale of thongs has been decreasing
while more designs are focusing on
how to bring the wearer comfort as
well as confidence. Bras have always
been a symbol of traditional womanhood. Drag queens wear bras with
paddings to sculpt their feminine bodies. For years we have been told that
bras can prevent us from saggy breasts
by offering support and to cover up our
nipples, which are conceived indecent.
Modern researches though, have suggested that they might do more harm
than good. But we still wear them even
when we are not doing intense sports,
because we are too used to them as
a protective layer between our own
body and the outside world.

Perhaps the most famous description of that feeling of in-between
was the thought experiment of Erwin
Schrödinger’s Cat in 1935. He imagined
a box with a cat and a quantum device
with a 50 percent chance of killing that
cat. The cat will stay in a blurred status
of life and death called superposition,
which is actually a consequence of the
u of everything, the foundation theory
of modern quantum mechanics. This
thought experiment never actually
happened, but it inspired so many
other theories like the many-worlds
interpretation by Hugh Everett 1957,
implying that there are infinite numbers of uniuniverseshich is the foundation of many great science fiction
works like Frequency1, Mr. Nobody2,
and Rick and Morty3. Quantum physics
points out that essentially everything
is probable, chaotic, and relative. It is
still a theory that is hard to understand.
But Erwin Schrödinger was able to
communicate it so well by just a relatable hypothetical cat, using the superposition between life and death as a
parallel metaphor for the probability of
quantum physics.

You rarely see someone wearing
nothing other than underwear in
public, they are supposed to be worn
under. Under the decent suit we put on
for formal meetings, under the shiny
dress we squeeze in to go out for fun. It
exists between the body we were born
with, the natural process of sagging,
and the body we wish we had, the

When I try to come up with an industrial product as a media for my thoughts
around gender, body and identity; it
seems almost impossible for me to
1
2
3

forever structured curve, underneath the version of
ourselves we are trying to present. I must admit that
it is quite brilliant to create this object, to let us have a
little bit more control over our own body, whether it’s
to live up to that invisible standardized a social norm
of breasts, or to feel more confident and comfortable
about ourselves.
I wonder in an environment where none of us have to
worry about body standards generated from traditional gender norms, will we still have the desire to
alter the shape of our body through underwear, just
because we want to?

Frequency (Incurably Curious Productions, 2013).
Mr. Nobody (Pan-Européenne, 2010).
Rick and Morty, Adult Swim, 2013, https://www.adultswim.com/videos/rick-and-morty.
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[Afterword]

Growing up I was a rebellious nerd. I was extremely good at physics in
middle school and high school. To some extent, the process of learning physics has some impact on how I personally perceive the world.
Basically, my physics learning process chronologically aligned with how
physics has been developed as science from the 3rd century BC to the
19th century AC, from Archimedes to Galileo, and from Newton to Einstein. Classical physics is an extension of what we physically experience
on the daily basis, such as mass, speed, momentum and temperature.
It explains phenomena with science instead of mythology through experimenting and concluding. Modern physics, though, is much harder
to understand, because it often appears to be completely counterintuitive to our macroscopic world. It is strange but groundbreaking; it
is the foundation for modern technology and the turning point for my
worldview.
I think the commonality between physics and philosophy is that they
both try to explore universal truth. What is time? What is human? Why
do we exist? How do we exist? Relativity provided me with much weirder lenses to acknowledge that, there might not even be an absolute
truth, things change relatively based on different realities. Quantum
mechanics, on the other hand, taught me about probability, how chaotic this universe could be. Studying modern physics always requires
me to look at something from extremely large, such as galactic space,
to things that are extremely small, such as an atom. The boundary of
this scale, the definition of large and small, seem to be pushed further
constantly. And I, a flesh constructed human, with limited life span,
standing somewhere on that fantastic scale, seem rather insignificant.
To be honest, “non-binary” has always reminded me of superposition
and Erwin Schrödinger’s Cat. Even after not seriously learning modern
physics for seven years, I can still clearly remember this thought experiment, because of how vivid it is. Or maybe I am just obsessed with this
cat lingering between the status of life and death, at the very instance
before the box holding it with a quantum device and a bottle of poison
finally gets opened. This may sound disturbing, but this story holds the
key to the essential rule of quantum physics-superposition-you will
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never be certain about the property of a particle before they come out
of that apparatus, the equipment for measurement. Physicists couldn’t
predict the property of particles inside the apparatus by any logical
terms such as “either, or”, “neither”, or “both”. They are uncertain. This
Uncertainty Principle, chaotic and random probability, as instructor
Allan Adams puts it in his open course, “to anyone who grew up with
determinism from Newton, this should hurt, this should feel wrong.”
The even more mind-blowing part is, the Uncertainty Principle could
actually be applied to every single object in the universe, from electrons, to a bulky metal ball. Physicists name this precedental status
“superposition”, as philosophically it is far beyond our general understanding. And that Schrödinger’s Cat, before being checked by anyone,
is in a superposition of death and life.
Modern physics has proved that, even given binary properties as input,
the logical output could exist beyond binary answers such as “either,
or”, “neither”, or “both”, it could be something “super”. No matter how
disturbing it sounds, it is absolutely the foundation of modern technology, without which I wouldn’t be able to own a laptop and type all of
these down in a google document.
Due to my experience learning modern physics, I tend to look at things
relatively, and I deeply believe that everything is random, probable and
chaotic. This feeling of insignificance has been following me ever since
I realized how magical the world is, from infinite universe to radioactive
particles. I feel like I am nothing, compared to this beautiful physical
world. But at the same time, because of the astronomical amount of
possibilities in the huge pool of randomness, every moment I experience, every person I come across, every piece of music I listen to and
every touch, light, aroma that I ever felt, is precious. Like The Garden
of Forking Paths, our story, our reality, is just one path, out of the
infinite entangling layers of labyrinth. For some reason, knowing that
makes me feel extremely lucky. I always optimistically think that out of
all the possible realities that I am in a pretty good one.

48

49

